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the light was fading as we headed down the last stretch 
to Alpha Hut.

David and Weimin had quickly realised their initial 
aim of getting to Elder Hut was way too ambitious, and 
were in Alpha and had the fire going when we arrived. 
Sadly a leaky skylight left the floor covered in water so 
heating the hut was a challenge. After unpacking and 
changing we had a late-ish dinner—a huge and yummy 
pasta meal. Shortly after dinner we crawled into our 
sleeping bags and gradually drifted into a well-earned 
sleep.

On Sunday morning snow coated the ground and 
trees around the hut. However, it wasn’t cold—at least 
not with all the gear we were wearing. We were heading 
for the Waiohine Road end via Bull Mound and Cone 
Hut. First we had to go through Hell’s Gate which, given 
the lack of wind, didn’t live up to its name.

I always enjoy going over Bull Mound. Although it’s 
only 1,000 metres up the mound is largely picturesque 
alpine top country. The snow covering was an added 
bonus although it made route finding a bit tricky in the 
swirling cloud. From Bull Mound we had a long steep 
drop to the Tauherenikau River. Sarah, having recently 
taken up trail running took the lead. I must admit the 
minimal climbing on this second day was a welcome 

relief.  We were having fun.
Debbie had been a bit nervous about the river 

crossing, given recent rain but it wasn’t too bad.  We did, 
however, head downstream to avoid the swift and deep 
bits. We decided to lunch in a sunny spot near the river 
rather than heading to Cone Hut, although the sun soon 
disappeared. From there it was an uneventful trip back 
to the impressive bridge over the Waiohine River. The 
easy-mediums had left the club van in the car park for 
their walk out to Kaitoke via Tutuwai Hut. The weather 
had long cleared by the time we got to Kiwi Ranch to 
pick them up. They had arrived only 10 minutes earlier, 
accompanied by David and Weimin, who had gone out 
via Marchant Ridge. (Being medium-fits, they wanted 
to avoid the humiliation of doing the same trip as us 
mediums).

It was lovely and sunny as we waited for the others to 
get changed and load their gear for the drive back. The 
trip had been a lot more challenging than we expected, 
but it was great to get into a different part of the Tararuas. 
We felt immensely satisfied with our weekend on the 
drive back to Wellington. Debbie pronounced it the best 
trip she had led.

Punters: Debbie Buck, Sharon Bradford, Sarah 
Fisher, Paul Christoffel
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Back in early 2011 I declined the offer of a safari trip 
to Kenya with friends on the basis that if I was going 

to that part of Africa I wanted to climb Kilimanjaro. That 
was the seed planted, and a year or so later, with some 
of the very same friends, I was heading for Tanzania 
with the aim of climbing the ‘Shining Mountain’ itself.

A fair amount of preparation, both physical training 
and planning, went into the trip. First there was the 
decision of which route we would take, then how many 
days we would allow, which guiding company provided 
us with the best value for money without leaving its 
porters with no dinner, and of course, which safari park 
we would indulge ourselves with after the big climb. We 
did several day and weekend training walks, the most 
adventurous of which was a weekend in the Peak District 
in central England. Here we summited the mighty 
Kinder Scout which is all of about 300m above sea level, 
but nonetheless the highest point in the region. The 
training walks taught us a few lessons about some of the 
equipment we might need for the trek - reinforcing the 
no cotton rule for some, and highlighting the practicality 
of a rucksack over a handbag for others—we still had 
plenty of outdoor-savvy to learn!

We flew into Dar es Salaam, Tanzania’s largest city, 
after dark so there was no opportunity to spot the peak 
from the plane. Our first glimpse of it was instead the 
next afternoon. After an 8 hour coach journey across 
northern Tanzania with some relatively hairy driving, 

CLIMBING KILIMANJARO
A Tanzanian adventure

by EMILY SHROSBREE
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we approached the town of Moshi just to the south of 
Kilimanjaro itself—the principal launching point for 
any trek. The mountain loomed occasionally out of the 
clouds, looking colossal and very daunting.

That evening our individual gear was inspected by 
our guide—did we have all the necessaries to start the 
trip? It felt like being back at school for PE kit inspection 
—having to show someone that you had the right kind of 
socks. Despite our nerves we all passed the kit inspection, 
only having to hire the odd pair of fleecy trousers just 
to be sure. Next morning we drove several hours to the 
starting point of the Rongai route on the north side of 
the mountain passing through a banana market on the 
way – I have never seen so many bananas! We’d settled 
on the Rongai route as it allowed us to ascend from the 
north and descend to the south, rather than going up and 
down the same way. It was also a relatively quiet track, 
and gave us the opportunity to get up close to Mawenzi 
peak. None of us fancied either the well-trodden (and 
unfortunately well littered) ‘coca cola’ route.

The climb began at around 2,000m, after an hour or 
so of divvying kit up between porters at the road end. 
Our hiking party of four, plus guide Laurence, set off first 
in the early afternoon, but we were soon overtaken by 
porters carrying several times the load of our day packs.  
Regulations stipulated a 20  kg limit for each porter’s 
load but I’m sure most were carrying more than that. The 
first couple of hours took us through cultivated land and 
forest, with tall maize fields and orderly pines. Our pace 
was deliberately steady, but the lower temperatures were 
the only noticeable effect of our altitude at this point.

The first night was spent at Simba Camp (2,650m) 
and we had our first taste of the fantastic hospitality that 
16 porters can provide from only what they’ve carried. 

Dinner was three courses 
with table service, served 
piping hot and with an array 
of condiments. The porters all 
had specific camp roles, we 
had a camp manager, cook, and 
even a waiter! Next morning 
we awoke to our first real view 
of what we were undertaking 
as we could see both the 
eastern peak of Mawenzi, via 
which our route would take 
us to Uhuru peak to the west. 
Both looked a world away 
from the lush green campsite. 
For the next two days we spent 
three to four hours gradually 
gaining height and working 
our way towards Mawenzi tarn 
at 4330m. With every step the 
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altitude reminded you that the next step would also need 
to be a slow one. Looking behind us, to the north, we 
had spectacular vistas across Amboseli national park in 
Kenya. Kilimanjaro’s location just three degrees south 
of the equator means the journey up travels through 
various climatic zones which bring varying flora and 
fauna. Throughout the heath and moorland section we 
were chivvied on, and kept quiet, by Laurence’s promise 
that we might just see some buffalo—in fact the largest 
mammal we saw was just a mouse which came looking 
for our lunch, and the only evidence of anything larger 
was the occasional footprint or deposit!

By the time we reached Mawenzi tarn (4330m) on our 
third day we were all noticing the effects of the altitude. 
Our water consumption was necessarily high, sipping 
constantly as we were walking along helped to counter 
the dehydration that accompanies the body’s attempts 
to deal with the reduced availability of oxygen. Our 
steps were necessarily slow, our food intake necessarily 
large and the dull headaches were starting to creep in. 
All signs were that we were adapting well enough to our 
constantly diminishing oxygen supplies, and we were 
making the most of relatively free afternoons to take 
small acclimatisation excursions a couple of hundred 
metres above camp.

The fourth day of the trek was my favourite, and by 
far the most spectacular. As became routine, it started 
with a ‘bed tea’ delivered to my tent around 6  am. It 
was then an 8 km hike across the desert saddle between 
Mawenzi and Uhuru peaks with screensaver views of the 
gigantic snow-capped peaks both in front and behind us. 
This day was also the most challenging so far. Although 
it was relatively flat we were walking at over 4000  m 
and the conditions were very dry and dusty. It was a 
very desolate environment which took its toll on our 
motivation—I had no appetite for my deep-fried honey 
sandwiches (yes—really) when we found a couple of 

boulders to shelter against at lunchtime. We passed the 
remains of a plane which had crashed on the saddle back 
in the 1950s and made for a very eerie scene. The 8 km 
walk took us about 6 hours to complete and we arrived at 
Kibo Huts (4,700m) in the late afternoon. Until now we’d 
had the mountain to ourselves and had not seen another 
group since the first day, but the Kibo Huts campsite was 
relatively bustling with people converging from different 
routes preparing to attempt the summit that night. We 
had an early dinner and were straight to bed, knowing 
we’d be woken at 11 pm for breakfast before we started 
for the summit at midnight.

Breakfast at 11 pm in well below freezing temperatures 
at 4,700m above sea level is not a pleasant experience, 
especially when breakfast consists of the same porridge 
you’ve been struggling to eat at more civilised hours and 
altitudes. Unfortunately, despite my efforts to stomach 
such delights, this breakfast came straight back up again 
to remind me that this wasn’t going to be a walk in the 
park. Ten minutes later we started up the zig-zag frozen 
scree track, 1,000m vertical of zig-zags ahead of us. In 
the pitch black, and in my zombie-like altitude-affected 
state I had little comprehension of how much mental 
and physical effort this was going to take. From then on 
I could only manage ten steps at once, counting them 
one by one before I’d stop, rest on my walking pole, and 
start to close my eyes….zzz….altitude sickness makes 
you impossibly sleepy and I had to be woken every ten 
steps by one the porters who was now also carrying my 
day pack. The ten steps followed by a snooze routine, 
punctuated about every half an hour with some more 
vomiting, persisted for the next six hours.

At some point, we stopped for a slurp of tea and a 
boiled sweet in a cave which offered a ledge to lean on. 
I was very disheartened that we weren’t even far enough 
up for Laurence to risk saying we were over the half-
way mark. Periodically, at one of my snooze breaks I’d 
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have a torch shone in my eyes—I’m not really sure what 
Laurence was looking for—presumably signs of severe 
altitude sickness are somehow visible in the eyes. Every 
time he did this, may be every couple of hours, I had 
an impossible dilemma in my mind—half of me really 
wanted to be told that I had to go down, given an excuse 
to stop this endless uphill, painful, freezing plod while 
the other half was madly wishing him to give me the 
all clear to continue my mission to the summit. Each 
time, I was allowed to continue, another ten steps, a rest, 
another ten steps.

Sometime after 6  am, we reached Gilman’s Point 
(5,685 m) which signals the edge of the summit crater 
and the end of the uphill gravel slog. For us it also meant 
sunrise, and a sense that the worst was over now that 
the world was getting light and a little bit warmer. I had 
been oblivious of the progress of the three others in my 
party throughout the night, only occasionally hearing 
a porter shout their names in encouragement, but the 
four of us convened 
at Gilman’s Point for 
a few minutes rest. At 
this point there was the 
option to descend, but 
knowing we’d done all 
but a hundred meters 
or so of the ascent and 
had only another hour 
or so around the crater 
to the true summit there 
was no question in my 
mind that I was going to 
continue. At least one of 
the four of us needed a 
bit more persuading, but 
in the end we all decided 
to make the push for 
it. There followed 
more like two hours of 
stumbling, dragging, and 
what would have been 
crawling if it wasn’t for 
the two porters that were 
supporting me, to the 
giddy heights of 5,895 
metres above sea level, the highest point in Africa and the 
top of the highest free-standing mountain in the world!

We spent a short time at the summit, taking the 
obligatory photos but there was no time for hanging 
around. By this time it was 8  am, the sun was fully 
shining, and had I not been both completely distracted 
by being at the top and almost completely disabled by 
the lack of oxygen in the air I would have been slapping 
on some sun screen. Having not been able to stomach 

anything for more than ten hours, and a block of ice 
in my water supply, I was completely exhausted, but 
somehow managed the three hours back down to Kibo 
huts.  The scree had melted so each step was deep and 
dusty, but with every downward step my lungs enjoyed 
a little more oxygen, which made everything very much 
easier. I reached camp by about 11 am, after eleven hours 
of walking with no sustenance, and immediately crawled 
into my tent for a short nap knowing that within three 
hours we would have to be walking again to make it 
down to Horombo Huts at 3,760 m before nightfall.

On the last day we descended the final section of track 
through ever-increasing forest, eventually exiting at the 
Marangu Gate to collect our certificates before heading 
for a much-needed shower and a good night’s sleep. 
Next day we were headed for Tarangire National Park 
to make the most of our super-charged lung capacity by 
racing a few cheetahs.

We planned the trip entirely independently and each 

of us were motivated to climb Kilimanjaro for different 
reasons. However, the one question we were continuously 
asked by anyone who we told of our plans was ‘Oooh, 
are you doing it for charity? Can I sponsor you?’ After 
numerous questions such as these we decided the best 
thing to do was to reply with two yeses and bank all 
the pennies we were offered. As a result we raised the 
equivalent of around $6,000 which we split between a 
Tanzanian charity and the UK Alzheimer’s Society.
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DAY TRIPS IN THE 
DOLOMITES

by ALEX AND JANINE GRAY

In 2012 we travelled to Italy and as well as doing the 
traditional tourist sites like Rome and Florence, Janine 

and I wanted to get into the mountains and away from the 
tourist hordes.   I had briefly visited the Dolomites many 
years ago and remembered the spectacular scenery so we 
decided to drive from Venice and go there for a few days.

The drive north of Venice was fine while we were 
on a motorway but once we reached the mountains the 
motorway shrank to a narrow two-way road with no 
shoulders, multiple hairpin bends and a left hand drive 
car. A bit stressful for Janine and fun for Alex! That said 
we found most of the Italian drivers were very competent 
and understanding of foreign tourists who regularly get 
lost and make lots of unintentional mistakes.

As we didn’t know the area we looked for 

accommodation that included the option of guided walks. 
Several of the firm’s offer four or five day overnight 
trips but this didn’t appeal to us and we eventually 
found a UK firm called Colletts who offered a variety 
of guided day walks ranging from wild flower walks to 
fairly strenuous all day walks. They also offer a unique 
climbing experience called ‘via ferrata’ which involves 
climbing up fixed wire ropes.

Every evening we met before dinner and discussed 
options for the next days walks. This gave us the 
opportunity to find out which trip suited us best. The 
food at the main guesthouse was excellent and believe 
it or not they operated a house bar which had an honesty 
book to fill in if no one was behind the bar! In addition 
they provided a packed lunch every morning for the 
day’s walks.

There were about 30 others from an English Rotary 
club staying in the main guesthouse and we enjoyed their 
company on the walks and during the evening meals and 
drinks—in many ways it was similar to staying in the 
club Ruapehu lodge but without having to cook or do 
the dishes.

We stayed in an apartment in a village called Pedraces 
in Badia which is 200 km north of Venice in the South 
Tyrol. The village was quite small with one mini-mart, a 
bakery and a few small restaurants/bars. The view from 
our apartment as the sun went down was stunning.

There is a lot of history in the Dolomites and most 
people don’t realise they used to be part of Austria but 
was ceded to Italy after the 1st World War.  Consequently 
the inhabitants of the village we stayed in actually spoke 
three languages—Italian, German and a local dialect 
called Ladin.

We were very lucky with the weather while we were 
there as it was fine every day. We all know how fickle the 
weather can be in mountain areas and we found out the 
week before we arrived had been very wet.

Next day we joined the Collett’s group and did a day 
trip to a mountain called Sas to Putia. Compared to NZ the 
first thing I noticed was the hard surface of the track—no 
soft bush tracks here!  We walked for a couple of hours 
up a wide track to the first Refugio on this trip.  These 
are mountain lodges scattered throughout the Dolomites 
where you can stay or buy food and drink including a 
beer for lunch. While we stopped for lunch we were 
joined by about 100 army personnel on an exercise which 
caused some amusement when we wanted to borrow 
their machine guns for a photo opportunity. 

After lunch we returned via the same route downhill 
to the start of the track. I thought this might be a tad 
boring but of course you’re looking in the opposite 
direction when you go down hill.

The next day was the guides day off so we planned 
our own day trip using the excellent 1:25,000 map we 
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had been given. The guides also gave us the Search 
and Rescue emergency number if we got lost or needed 
evacuation.  All the tracks are individually numbered 
and well marked. In the forests they were marked with 
signposts, but once we were above the bush line the route 
number was painted on rocks.  We planned to climb Mt 
Ciampani a 2,700 metre high peak behind the village. 
Thank goodness Pedraces village was already at 1,350 
metres altitude!

We walked uphill in brilliant sunshine through pine 
forests for about two hours before the walk became 
serious. The route narrowed and fixed wire ropes 
were provided to help us climb a steep cliff over the 
escarpment. Over the top we encountered lush grass and 
beautiful wildflowers and stopped to catch our breath 
and enjoy the scenic views. We pressed on and as we 
climbed further we saw marmots from a distance before 
they scurried into their burrows.

As we climbed further the vegetation became more 
sparse until we were climbing on bare rock with the 
occasional patch of snow.  We reached the summit after 
four hours of uphill climbing and took in the 360 degree 
vista. The temperature on the summit was a bit cooler 
and windier so we didn’t linger too long once the photos 
and videos had been completed.

We carried enough food for our day trip but ended up 
short of water as we passed no streams on most of the 
trip. I managed to fill my water bottle with snow as we 
neared the top which helped quench my thirst.

The walk downhill on a different route was a 
challenge and as expected going down 1,400 metres is 
probably harder on the body than  going up and it took us 
a further four hours to get home but the scenery made up 
for our aching limbs. Also, we found yet another refugio 
on the way down to have a break at. They had a little 
cable car which was used to transport the food and drink 
up to the refugio from the village below.

Our last walk was in a different area called Fanes 
National Park about a 30 minute drive from Pedraces. 
We did a day circuit around spectacular towering peaks. 
The tracks this day were quite varied—some were rocky 
and narrow and others were wide as they passed through 
alpine meadows. As usual we stopped at a Refugio for 
lunch but I have to say walking after a large beer is not 
good for the digestion.

When we returned to the car-park there were about 
twenty Ferraris parked at an adjacent restaurant—not 
something you would ever see in NZ! After we left a 
number overtook us at high speed on the way home 
downhill. The throaty roar of a Ferrari is unmistakeable.

The Dolomites were a highlight of our trip and we 
would recommend them to anyone wanting to enjoy 
magnificent mountain scenery, good food and very 
friendly locals.
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CLIMBING MONTE BLANC
The European Alps highest mountain

by RINI SUGIANTO

When Brandon told me that we should go to the Alps 
I asked him if he wanted to kill me— jokingly of 

course. To be honest, the idea of climbing in the Alps 
had never occurred to me. So I had no clue what I would 
be getting myself into. He convinced me that it could 
be our honeymoon and it would be amazing. Then I 
thought, well why not! I have nothing to lose. And in the 
end the trip turned out to be one of the best I have done. 

Then the planning started and tasks were assigned. 
All the non-climbing planning was my responsibility and 
Brandon handled all the climbing related planning. But 
there was one little twist. He lives in Los Angeles and I 
live in New Zealand. So being in two different countries 
10,000 km apart made the whole process way more 
interesting.

 We finally settled with Chamonix, Zermatt, and 
Grindelwald for our 30 day alpine adventure. The reason 
was simple. They are close to each other, have three big 

mountains we wanted to see, Monte Blanc, Matterhorn 
and Eiger. The plan shaped up nicely—but as always 
any climbing trip never goes exactly according to 
plan. A couple weeks before the start of our trip while 
browsing my daily reader, I came across a photo of the 
brand new Gouter Hut and in that article I found that 
camping wasn’t allowed anymore around the hut. Well 
that wouldn’t work with our original plan to just wait for 
a good weather window in Chamonix and climb Monte 
Blanc before heading out to Zermatt. We rushed to their 
booking website and sure enough, the earliest available 
date for the hut was when we were supposed to be at 
Zermatt! I was annoyed but quickly re-adjusted the plan, 
re-booked our accommodation and also our train tickets. 
Now the plan became Chamonix - Zermatt - Chamonix 
- and Grindelwald. It was very limiting that the climbing 
plan now was constrained to certain dates. But anyway it 
wasn’t the end of the world. 

Chamonix was awesome in a way that I never 
expected. The town had this amazing lively vibe and 
I loved it. And it’s even more amazing how easily 
accessible most of the mountains around there were. 
After a day resting from our long flight, for a training 
climb we climbed Aiguille du Tour in the awesome area 
about 30 minutes by bus from Chamonix. It was our first 
climb together in the glacier situation so it was quite an 
adjustment to be roped up together. Here I realized that I 
was moving much slower than I hoped. That concerned 
me a lot. I wasn’t sure how ready I was for Monte Blanc 
but I wasn’t going to back out. 

A couple of hikes and climbs in both Chamonix 
and Zermatt and then it was time to get ready for our 
objective. I was both nervous and excited. With a good 
weather forecast we left our hotel. Bellevue chair lift 
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was closed due to a fire at the restaurant a week earlier 
so we had to take a chair lift from La Prarion, the town 
next to it. From the top of the Prarion lift which is at 
1,860  m we had to walk down  to the Col de Voza at 
1,653 m and then take the Tram du Monte Blanc to Nid 
d’Aigle at 2,372 m  to the start of the normal route, or 
the Gouter Hut route. This route is the easiest route to 
Monte Blanc summit but doesn’t mean it should be taken 
lightly because the route involved crossing the ‘Grand 
Couloir’ with its constant stonefall. I was dreading this 
part especially after a text message from a friend of mine 
who summited Monte Blanc two days earlier via the 
Italian route and descended by the normal route and who 
mentioned there had been a casualty in the couloir.

 Anyway, we got out from the packed train and 
started walking. It took us 2½ hours to Tete Rousse Hut 
(3,167 m). While most climbers prefer to spend a night at 
Refuge du Gouter at 3,835 m to shorten the summit day, 
we decided to spend a night here so we didn’t have to 
cross Grand Couloir in the afternoon when the stonefall 
is more frequent. A couple of people who I spotted at the 
train with us also stayed at the same hut, confirming that 
it might not have been a bad plan after all. 

We checked in and got our bunk number. The hut 
system was a bit different to what I’m used to back in 
NZ. The hut is huge as it can fit 120 people, and very 
modern with a full kitchen and patio. And of course, like 
anywhere else in Chamonix there was even a golden 
retriever dog hanging out on the patio. 

Dinner was great. Sitting at the dining table that night 
it was cool to listen to stories from other groups. The 

meal was a tasty elaborate three course menu and with 
a full belly I headed back to my bunk bed to catch some 
sleep. Unfortunately for Brandon he barely got any sleep 
that night since it was his first time staying at the hut. 
Me? I had no problem snoozing.

By 2 am the whole hut was buzzing with the sound of 
people packing their backpacks, putting on their layers 
and boots, and we chatted away while they were getting 
ready. I had been up even before my alarm went off and 
I could definitely feel the butterflies in my tummy. We 
joined the crowd and started packing. After drinking 
some hot chocolate we headed outside and I was so 
stoked to find that it was clear sky full of stars and a 
mild night.   There were already a lot of head lamps 
heading toward the Gouter Hut and I said to myself that 
we may have been the last ones to get out that night and 
murmured what had I got myself into. 

I was somewhat glad that we climbed in the dark 
because I couldn’t see how exposed it was. Brandon 
was on the lead and we were following what we thought 
was the route based on the crampon scratch marks on 
the rocks. Then there it was, the Grand Couloir. We 
waited for our turn to cross. There is a rope installed 
for climbers to clip in along the path which is supposed 
to stop them falling if somehow they get hit by falling 
rocks. We had discussed the night before what we were 
going to do about it and we decided not to use it for a 
couple of reasons. Once the path was clear and it was my 
turn to cross I waited and tried to listen for any sound 
from above. Silence. I walked as fast as I could while 
trying not to make any mistakes or slip. The path was 

Col Du Midi
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actually pretty wide and flat and it wasn’t as bad as I 
thought it would be—but I would change this opinion the 
next day on the way back.

 By the time we got to the Gouter Hut it was already 
6.30 am and I was very concerned as it took us double 
the time the guide book suggested and I was afraid 
Brandon would call off the summit bid. At the hut I went 
in to find the kitchen to fill up our water bottle. To my 
surprise I found not only that the kitchen was closed but 
we had no option than to wait until breakfast time to buy 
some water (there wasn’t any available drinking water in 
the hut). I found that a bit odd but we didn’t really have 
any other choices. We waited anxiously as time passed 
by and headed out right away after we filled the water 
bottle.  It was already 7.30 am. I looked over to Brandon 
and asked if we should try to go to the summit. 

He was a bit reluctant and mostly it was because of 
my speed. I convinced him that I was feeling great and 
we should just try. I was feeling good still and thought 
that we could always turn around if we weren’t making 
a good time to Dome du Gouter. Thankfully once on the 
snow field I moved a lot faster than when I was on the 
rocks. And we made a good time to get up to Dome du 
Gouter at 4,297 m. I felt a lot more confidence moving 
on the snow. From there we dropped down to Col du 
Gouter only to go up again to Bossons Ridge, then the 
long summit ridge slog. We crossed paths with a lot of 
climbers who were on their way down from the summit. 
I was bummed about my speed for a while but then I 
realized that now the summit would be empty and we 
could have it to ourselves instead of with twenty other 
climbers.

 Finally at 12.30 pm we got to the summit! There were 
only us until one other team came up from the Italian side 
of the summit and then a solo climber who also came up 
from the Italian side. He wasn’t looking very happy. We 
stayed for 45 minutes there so Brandon had time to take 
pictures and video. I was just sitting there admiring the 
amazing view from the top—France in one side and Italy 
on the other side. The weather couldn’t have been better. 
It was so warm and no wind. A perfect day. 

Then time to head down. I went first and slowly we 
made our way down the Bossons Ridge. To my surprise 
there were still climbers coming up. I had thought to 
myself we were surely the last people that day. One guy 
who was wearing a cowboy hat was climbing up with his 
head and shoulders down and he didn’t even look up to 
see us and he looked really tired. I whispered to myself 
that I hoped he would be okay.

 It took us 2½ hours to get back to Gouter Hut where 
we would spend the night. I checked in but they had 
lost our reservation. After I showed them our email 
confirmation they gave us our wrist band and bunk 
numbers. Thank you internet, but the wristband made 

me feel a little bit like I was at a nightclub.  The hut itself 
was very modern and nice looking, but somehow it took 
away a feeling that we were up in the mountain—it just 
felt a bit out of place. But we enjoyed our stay regardless.

 At dinner we sat across from a super nice older couple 
who were going up the next day. I think they pitied us for 
being the only non-French speaking couple at that table. 
So they tried to get us involved in the conversation. I 
really enjoyed meeting other climbers and listening 
to their stories, and I tried to make conversation with 
broken sign language and asked the guy who sat across 
from me how many times he had climb Monte Blanc. He 
waved his hand and said ‘too many—can’t count.’ I was 
in awe. It also helped that the meal they served at dinner 
time was great.

 After a much needed rest that night we left the hut 
at 7.30 am and headed down. We tried to beat the rush 
by skipping breakfast that morning. It took us 5 hours to 
get all the way back to Nid d’Aigle. The trip down was 
highlighted by a sarcastic but funny French guide who 
got really impatient and annoyed with some stuff that 
people were doing while traversing the couloir. I could 
see how it could be a very dangerous situation as it had 
been mentioned by some people.

 By the time everyone got to the couloir after leaving 
the hut at 7.30 am the sun was already up and the falling 
rock was more frequent. There was a long line to cross 
the couloir and some people appeared to be pretty 
clueless of the danger and took their time to cross. Some 
of them even stopped mid-way. These events caused a 
young guide who was waiting in front of us to get pretty 
upset and who started yelling at them, encouraging them 
to move along. It wasn’t very successful and he realized 
it. Once the big group in front passed we had to force our 
way to start crossing since some people behind didn’t 
seem to understand the concept of taking their turn. It 
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really made me nervous how things were played out 
there and I hoped that there wouldn’t be any accident. 

Once on the other side we stopped briefly at the little 
shelter past Tete Rousse Hut to take off some layers. The 
weather was still holding up nicely. We then continued 
on to Nid d’Aigle to take the train back to Le Prarion. 

I didn’t feel like the climb was over until we got back 
down to the bus station and looked up to the summit where 
we had been the day before. But it was hard to really 
relive the experience at that moment—all I could think 
of was a nice hot shower. A couple hours after we got 
back to the hotel it started raining with thunderstorm—
what good timing. 

The trip had been a good learning experience. It 
made me realize that I really had to train hard and move 
faster in different terrain. It taught me how to handle 
long days in the mountains, how to move on a  glacier, 
sharp ridges, and steep rocks—and learned that I should 
always remember to put sunscreen especially in my face 
(I had really bad sunburn after the climb). 

But above all it was great days in the mountains, and 
now I definitely want to go back there again. 

Tete Rousse Hut

The author on the summit of Monte Blanc
Photos: Brandon Risa
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the last word

‘Told you so!’


